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Abstract:  There is growing concern regarding the amount of influence business activities have 
on improving conditions in the natural environment.  Overall, business has a poor reputation for 
establishing environmentally sustainable business practices.  However, there is an increase in 
environmentally conscious business entrepreneurs who are looking to obtain a business degree. 
Unfortunately, choices are limited in regards to curriculums that integrate ethics, corporate 
social responsibility and sustainability.  Until recently, most business schools taught that 
protecting the environment or caring for communities- unless it directly benefits stockholders- is 
actually stealing from stockholders to pursue personal agendas.  MBA curriculums need to adjust 
the focus of business education so that students are geared to make decisions and take business 
actions directly in response to sustainable management.  Sustainability was defined by the 1987 
Brundtland report, Our common Future, as “development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”  Current MBA 
curriculums focus on profitability and shareholder wealth with little ,if any, emphasis on the 
relations between strained and decreasing natural resources and the dynamics of economic 
development.  Our global business environment is the major factor of most economic systems 
living beyond their means by borrowing against the future.  What is needed is an innovative new 
educational model embedded in MBA education that puts sustainability at the heart of business 
decision making.  Environmental sustainability will begin to find its way to MBA agendas  as 
students and faculty become more concerned about sustainable business issues. 
 
 



Introduction: 

There is an increasing call from business for organizational eco-change. Businesses are beginning 

to wake up to the reality that sustainable management is becoming a significant factor for 

insuring long-term business success.  Our global environment is seriously threatened by waste 

and abuse of limited natural capital (Hawken, 1999).  Resources, particularly fossil fuels, are 

growing scarcer and global climate change is threatening to fundamentally alter our basic 

ecosystems.  Old paradigms of business education actually have led to severe strains on our 

environment's resource capacity.  It is imperative that business education move quickly to recast 

business curriculum so that it begins to change the attitude about sustainable management- 

shifting the discourse away from the notion that addressing environmental  concerns poses limits 

and constraints on growth. 

 

  When recruiting eco-minded employees, organizations are finding that traditional MBA 

programs do not adequately prepare today's graduate with knowledge, skills and ability to address 

the growing concerns of reconciling businesses issues and environmental sustainability.  What is 

needed is a shift in perspective that offers sustainable business education more positive thinking 

about how the issues can be viewed as real opportunities for new businesses and that our fossil 

fuel dependent society now calls for preparing a workforce that is savvy to energy efficiency. 

Business school curriculum models need to adapt. 

 

     Traditional business school educational models put an emphasis around resource dependent 

product development strategies.  The focus is being challenged and replaced with consideration to 

closed-loop, continuous life cycles analysis or energy efficient product development practices.  

Orientations towards renewable energy development, green building practices are all becoming 

paramount to business education.  The consideration of environmental issues as problems or 

barriers to business growth and development is now shifting in business education to reflect the 



fact that there are increasing business opportunities associated with green business 

practices(Aspen Institute, 2007).  Once students gain knowledge about sustainable business 

practices they bring new knowledge about how to reduce waste, find substitute materials, 

encourage recycling, provide living wages and reduce energy consumption. 

 

     Students in traditional MBA programs get little exposure to social and environmental issues 

and often view these topics as peripheral to business success.  However, as jobs become more  

prevalent in this area business schools will need to address the demand for training and educating 

a workforce that is sensitive and capable of redefining sustainable business strategy.  More and 

more corporate leaders are beginning to recognize that it is strategically imperative for their firms 

to become more sustainable environmentally.  However, many find the transition to such 

sustainability full of obstacles- mostly in finding competent people to design and manage the 

initiatives.  Even if the organizations' leaders know how they want to approach the goal, a hiring 

manager must look long and hard to find education programs or education settings that train 

future leaders, for environmental management.(Lee & Ball, 2003)  This is another major 

incentive for business schools to put sustainability at the forefront of curriculum design. 

 

     Recently the concept of the triple bottom line has been introduced to business education- the 

consideration of profits, social justice systems and environmental concerns (Savitz, A. 2006). 

Business schools have been slow to add electives to the curriculum to address the growing 

concern for linking good business decision making with environmental and social stewardship.  

However, there is a trend that indicates more and more MBA programs are beginning to 

recognize the significance of sustainability education. The New York Aspen Institute Center for 

Business Education surveyed nearly 600 MBA programs to analyze course work and research 

related to environmental/social concerns.  1,842 courses and 828 Journal articles from leading 

peer-reviewed business publications were reviewed.  Between 2005-2006 and 2006-2007 



statistics showed that the number of social/environmental content in MBA elective courses 

increased by 50%.  The number of  elective courses per school dedicated to social/environmental 

issues increased 20%.  Even the number of schools participating in the survey increased 22%.  

Upon further investigation, the percentage of schools participating in the surveys that 

REQUIRED students to take a course dedicated to business and society issues jumped from 34% 

in 2001 to 63% in 2007.  And, interestingly, the most popular places to find courses with 

business, society and social/environmental content was not in ethics or social responsibility 

departments but in mainstream core cores related to management, marketing, strategy and 

finance.  Of the 111 schools who participated in the 2007 survey, 35 now offer a special 

concentration in social and environmental issues. For business schools, this is an explosive rate of 

change.   

 

     Across every industry, new job possibilities are emerging for those with the skills to bridge the 

divide between the old, fossil-fuel-based economy and the new, energy-efficient one.  

Corporations who have often been demonized for their role in creating pollution and exploiting 

workers are being held accountable; they are partnering with nonprofits and hiring corporate 

social responsibility managers.(Borden,2007)  They are finding that reducing their impact is as 

good for future profits as for the planet at large.  

 

There is a growing need to educate business leaders to understand the value of people, planet and 

profits.  We need people to run organizations in ways that value employees, respect local cultures 

and preserve the environment.  The “green economy” is estimated to represent more than $230 

billion annually in sales of socially and environmentally responsible products.(Bunch, 1999)  

Putting sustainable management practices at the heart of the business curriculum is no longer an 

option. 



     Many corporate leaders are aware that it is strategically imperative for their firms to become 

more sustainable environmentally.  However, many find the transition to suuch sustainability full 

of obstacles.  This is where green MBA programs can assist.  Recognizing the gap in business 

schools to train managers for eco-management thinking the World Resources Institute(WRI) 

published an evaluation of progress by the nation's leading business schools in integrating 

environmental topics into their curricula and research.  As shown by the Aspen Institute survey, 

there has been a significant progress over the last ten years, but the WRI study identified 

numerous barriers to greater integration.   

 

     WRI identified four levels to assist corporate executives in understanding and communicating 

several types of management choices in regards to sustainability- each possessing sets of 

managerial, organizational and financial implications.  For curriculums to change, it is helpful to 

understand how companies actually implement environmental strategies.  First, many companies 

act in environmentally responsible ways because of personal values of key executives.  Patagonia 

is a prime example of a CEO who emphasized respect for the environment, people and it led to 

profitability. Most companies however, treat their investments in environmental processes as a 

legal and public affairs matter due to concern for compliance with the law.  Oftentimes, the 

positive effects of compliance leads to a good reputation in the marketplace.  Businesses with 

good reputations often benefit by being able to recruit the best people, gain further access to new 

markets and become known to governments and society as trustworthy organizations.  

 

     The second level of benefit of environmental and social investment can be a reduction in costs, 

as well as liabilities.  When companies use materials more efficiently it is well documented that 

savings are substantial. Cots are reduced by avoiding expenses such as waste treatment and 

disposal, reducing inputs of raw materials, and improving quality of products. IN manufacturing 



and operations is is becoming increasingly important for organizations to find employees who 

know how to reduce costs, improve efficiencies, and save energy.  

 

     Third, when business incorporates environmental benefits into its products, the customer 

perceives a direct value and is more likely to engage in business transactions with companies who 

develop environmentally responsible products.  Product stewardship, design for the environment 

and industrial ecology are growing fields in business operations.  Customer needs are met in new 

ways such as product performance, cost improvement and serviceability.   Typical approaches 

include adding service elements to help customers manage products' environmental impacts 

modifying products, moving from selling to leasing and delivering equivalent service with less 

physical product.  

 

     Fourth level of environmental strategies is driven by market discontinuities-finding 

opportunities where there is a need for new technologies and market development.  This 

challenges the marketing areas to  adopt new agendas for entirely different streams of 

technologies and services that substitute knowledge for materials, restore ecosystems as well as 

connect geographically dispersed people.  MBA marketing curricula predominantly teach old 

models of product design and development and do not address sustainable marketing shifts.   

 

     Overall, changes in the business environment towards more sustainable business practices is 

pushing firms to ensure that all general managers recognize the need for environmental 

managerial decision making and seek more focused training in environmental subjects.  Most 

managers pass through the world's business schools at some point in their careers.  It does seem 

appropriate that business schools, especially MBA programs prepare current and future leaders  

for the focus on green business practices. Most MBA students are not being trained as either as 

generalists or specialists to consider the natural environment as a key factor in decision making.  



The results of the 1998 WRI survey found that very few of the top twenty business schools had 

gone beyond adding an elective or two on the subject.  Yes, over a ten year period of analysis 

done by the Aspen Institute, the findings showed an increase in the number of triple bottom line 

oriented courses- but still relatively small in comparison with the growing needs in industry for 

managers who are trained and prepared to address natural environment challenges.  Managers are 

emerging or re-emerging into the working world with no framework for identifying, analyzing 

and engaging environmental issues from a managerial perspective, and they still view the 

environment as a constraint on a firm rather than a potential source of competitive opportunity. 

 

     The study also found some disappointing results in regards to academic research.  Business 

school faculty build their careers by publishing in a small set of peer reviewed, highly 

disciplinary journals. No school in the study had more than two environmental business research 

papers appear in all of the major journals.  If leading journals do not publish such research, 

professors cannot gain credit toward  promotions and tenure.  Since professors generally teach 

what they research this seemed to be a factor in the limited number of environmentally oriented 

courses offered in MBA curriculum. 

 

     Eco-strategy is finding its way into some curriculums at business schools.  Pockets of 

innovation are emerging on the MBA scene. At Oxford's Said Business School, climate change is 

the focus this ;year of a new, mandatory capstone course which students take just before finishing 

the MBA.  Emphasis shifts from the quarterly bottom line to understanding potential long-term 

costs of climbing temperatures, including compliance with regulations or carbon-trading 

programs introduced to fight climate change.  The Rotterdam School of Management covers 

global warming as an elective and tries to move away from doom and gloom to getting students 

to address the issues of what can be done to improve environmental situations. 

 



Many top US Schools, such as Harvard, Wharton, Standford also offer electives in environmental 

and social responsibility.  However, the Aspen Institute wants schools to integrate the issues into 

core courses(Gardiner).  They claim that no one would argue that debits and credits aren't central 

to the  practice of business, and , in the same way, business schools need to send the message that 

understanding social and environmental issues are also central to business education.  

 

     Sustainable MBAs that infuse sustainability concepts throughout the curricula are beginning to 

draw more attention in the academic and business arena.  These types of MBA programs are built 

from the foundation on up with environmental considerations not just applied as a “band-aid” to 

traditional classes.  One school who took the mandate seriously is the Bainbridge Graduate 

Institute(BGI), a business school dedicated to teaching business in the context of environmental 

and social responsibility.  In addition to BGI, The New College of California in Santa Rosa, the 

San Francisco based Presidio World College and Green Mountain College in Vermont are the 

only schools nationwide that offer an MBA with this type of emphasis. 

 

     BGI's MBA program incorporates the “triple bottom line” approach to business, teaching 

students to create organizations that grow social and natural capital as well as financial capital.  

BGI's program preserves the academic rigor of a traditional MBA program, while infusing 

sustainability throughout every course.  The program is divided into four categories- the MBA 

core which covers specific traditional MBA topics with an infusion of environmental 

responsibility and social justice in every course.  Second, Business and Sustainability is taught 

more explicitly in the Foundations, Systems Thinking,  and Social Justice courses.  Then 

management and leadership courses cover the human side of business from the individual level to 

the organizational and societal levels with an emphasis on methods and capacity for productive 

change.  Fourth, innovation and entrepreneurship covers the processes of developing a business 



from the creative vision of the individual through team-building and maturation into a business 

plan presented to potential investors.  

 

     Presidio World College also builds their MBA around core concepts of sustainability. Presidio 

School of Management defines Sustainable Management as the ability to direct the course of a 

company, community or country in ways that restore and enhance all forms of capital - human, 

natural and financial - to generate stakeholder value and contribute to the well-being of current 

and future generation  Throughout the 60 semester-credit curriculum, students increasingly move 

from engaging with who they are as individuals to who they are as cultural beings and how they 

can relate to issues like diversity, globalization and community. The full-time curriculum offers 

one course per semester from four different strands that, together, make up the MBA 

concentration in Sustainable Management: The first strand of the curriculum is people. This 

strand focuses on the importance of the human experience, imagination, creativity and the 

variety of ways that people know about the world, including ethics, culture, and values; 

team learning and leadership; emotional intelligence; and information systems. The 

second strand of numbers considers financial capital and how it is governed by various 

economic paradigms. The tools of accounting, finance and operations inform these areas.  

The third strand, markets, examines the function of the marketplace in commerce and 

organizational life and includes the business disciplines of marketing, economics as well 

as strategic management. The fourth strand is sustainable management, which brings 

the principles of sustainability to business education and explores the 4-billion-year store 

of natural capital upon which economic prosperity depends. This strand includes the 

study of sustainable products and services as well as implementing sustainable business 

practices.   



Conclusion: 

     There is a trend of more and more MBA curriculum putting sustainability at the heart 

of business education.  As shown by the Aspen Institute survey conducted in a series over 

the past ten years shows increasing focus of business schools on including courses on 

environmental and social issues.  The  business sector is also looking to recruit more and 

more managers who know how to put eco-thinking and strategy in to effect so that the 

company and the mutually benefit from the collaboration. .Business schools are 

beginning to recognize the need to re-examine business education from the sustainability 

perspective.  Several examples were introduced of institutions which took the task 

seriously and designed MBAs based entirely around sustainable management.  More 

institutions will need to follow the trend in realizing how critical it is to the survival of 

our global environment that business education takes the lead in preparing today's leaders  

to think from a position of sustainability- not as a liability but as an opportunity to 

embrace and profit by. 
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